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The Jan. 31 kidnapping of three US missionaries in the province of Darien initially attributed by the
government to Colombian rebels has focused attention in Panama on two issues the government
would prefer to ignore: drug trafficking and domestic rebel groups (for previous coverage of
kidnapping see CAU 02/05/93.) In a Feb. 5 communique distributed in Panama City, a group
calling itself the December 20-Torrijista Patriotic Vanguard (Vanguardia Patriotica Torrijista 20 de
Diciembre, VPT-20) claimed responsibility for the kidnapping. The VPT- 20 statement said the three
were spies working for the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). According to the communique, the
three men were abducted and then taken across the border to Colombia. No conditions have yet
been set for their release, although the VPT-20 did threaten to take new actions if the government
failed to remove all military forces from Darien. According to Panamanian intelligence sources, the
VPT- 20 unit which kidnapped the missionaries was led by Noriega's former personal security chief
Captain Asuncion Eliecer Gaitan. Gaitan reportedly coordinated the kidnapping with rebels from
Colombian guerrilla group FARC (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia). In addition
to Gaitan, the unit reportedly includes former army majors Gonzalo Gonzalez and Heraclides
Sucre, who were officers in the Panamanian Defense Forces (PDF). Following the December
1989 US invasion, Gonzalez and Sucre fled to Peru, while Gaitan reportedly went to Argentina.
The VPT-20 is the fifth armed rebel group to surface in Panama since the US invasion. All five
are reportedly comprised of former members of the PDF, which was disbanded in the wake of
the invasion. The other four rebel groups are the Patriotic Front for the Liberation of Sovereign
Panama (Frente Patriotico de Liberacion Panama Soberana, FPLSPS), the Panama Liberation Front
(Frente de Liberacion de Panama, FLP), the National Torrijista Restoration Movement (Movimiento
Nacional de Reivindicacion Torrijista, MRTN), and the December 20 Movement (Movimiento 20 de
Diciembre, M-20). In January, those four groups announced plans to launch a joint military struggle
against the government, uniting under the Torrijista National Liberation Coordinator umbrella
group. Meanwhile, although an intense search of Darien has failed to turn up signs of the kidnap
victims or of the rebels, Panamanian security forces unexpectedly came across a 90 hectare coca
plantation. The plantation, together with a cocaine processing lab, were discovered Feb. 5 in a
remote region close to the border with Colombia by one of the special security force units searching
for the kidnap victims. Agents from the US Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) travelled to
the site to carry out a firsthand investigation of the plantation. (Sources: Agence France- Presse,
02/06/93, 02/07/93; Spanish news service EFE, 02/06/93; Agencia Centroamericana de NoticiasSpanish news service EFE, 02/08/93)
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